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thewhitesymbolicbywayof Wright’sNative Son andLacan’sSeminar XI.Whatmost
interestshiminthisconnectionistheconsistentinterestinWright’sworkwithways
































































effortatrethinking‘agency’”altogether(Melancholy of  Race 15).TheLacanianpsycho-
analytictheoryTuhkanenemployshelpshimtodojustthat.Asheexplainsinalong
andcomplicatedengagementwithFanon,asubjectcanenactreal symbolicchange,
buttheLacaniantheoryof becomingholdsthatthischangemustremainincalculable
(104).Speakingof AuntSue’sterroristicsuicide,heinsiststhat“[t]herearenoeasy
politicsof resistancetobedrawnfromthisscene...[andt]hetragicaspectof ...
AuntSue’ssuicidalactpointstostrictlyunforeseeableshiftsinthesymbolicorder”
(105).ToembraceaLacanianunderstandingof changeisthustorelinquishany
specificgoalsorhopeswemayharbor.Westand,instead,beforeaspinningwheel
of fortunewhichweourselveshavesetinmotion,knowingonlythatchangewill
occur,butunabletopredicteitheritsnatureoritsdirection.
This“rethinking”of agencyandthepossibilitiesof changeseemstomethe
signalcontributionof aremarkablyambitiousprojectwhosewidereachwillleadsome
readers,includingthisone,toquibblewithitsscope.Tuhkanen’sstudyisstunning
initssweep:injustundertwohundredpages,ittraversesanextraordinarilywide
swathof literaryandtheoreticalterrain,engagingalongthewaynotonlyLacan,but
alsoHegel,Fanon,andFoucault;notonlyWright,butalsoBaldwin,Douglass,and
DuBois.Therangeisimpressivebuttheeffectcanbedizzying,and,attimes,one
wondersif (toadopttheauthor’sownidiom)themagichasn’thexedtheconjurer.
Forexample,Tuhkanenfrequentlycloseshischapterswithdigressivepostscripts
(e.g.,theanalysisof WarrenHutcherson’scomedyinchaptertwoandthesudden
appearanceof Darwinattheendof chapterfour)thatseemonlylooselyrelevant.
Theymitigatetheforceof theprecedingargumentsandleadthechapterstoend
withawhimperratherthanabang.
Thenagain,inspiteof allthatTuhkanenmanagestoinclude,therearecertain
omissionsinhisnarrativeforwhichitishardtoaccount.Perhapsthemostsignifi-
cantlacunainastudycommittedtothepoliticsandparametersof racialvisibilityisa
sustainedengagementwithRalphEllisonandInvisible Man.ThoughEllison’swriting
onminstrelsyfeaturesprominentlyinTuhkanen’ssecondchapter,hisnovelismen-
tionedonlyinpassing—anelisionallthemorecurioussinceEllisonandWrightwere
notjustcontemporariesbutfriendswithasharedphilosophicalandmaterialinterest
inpsychoanalysis(theirworktogetheronHarlem’sLaFargueClinicbeingjustone
example).Tuhkanen’sstudyisnotnecessarilyhamstrungbyEllison’srelativeinvisi-
bility,buttheabsenceleavesonewondering,eagerly,whatacriticof Tuhkanen’s
analyticaldeftnessmighthavedone(orsomedaydo)withEllison’swork.
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